[Dec'r. ARTICLE IV. Introductory Lecture, delivered Believing that the ardor and success with which you will pursue your studies, will in some measure correspond with your conviction, that you are here on the high road which will conduct you to the object of your ambition, I propose, in entering upon the duties to which I have been invited, to call your attention to the question: do dental colleges possess peculiar advantages over any other means of securing a dental education 9 This, gentlemen, I conceive to be a question, not only of interest to you personally, but one involving, in a high degree, the future usefulness and respectability of our profession. As we cannot refer for proof to actual results in institutions of long standing, it becomes necessary to look at the distinctive features of the profession, and institute an examination into its nature, its attributes and its requisitions.
We shall find this, in itself considered, by no means a barren or unprofitable field of investigation. Nothing can, indeed, be of greater importance to the student in any profession, than to learn early what branches of knowledge or science can essentially contribute to his success in his specific calling. Every science which is connected with matter, is necessarily connected with other sciences ; and, in most instances, it very materially depends upon many others for its perfection. It You are, of course, aware that there is no conservative property, strictly so speaking, in any material used for filling teeth.
The end to be gained by this operation is simply to protect the portion of the tooth already affected by caries, from the farther action of those external agents which originated it, and by whose action it is progressing. Now, taking, in connection with these considerations, the fact that these destructive agents are almost uniformly in a fluid state, you will readily see that a filling, to be efficient in arresting decay, must be so perfectly inserted, as to be wholly impervious to these fluids.
The mere fact that a plug remains in a cavity, is no guarantee that the tooth is safe.
If a person had a valuable casket of jewels, which was to be exposed to the action of an element that would deface or destroy them, with what scrutiny would he examine the envelope, and, if he should find it imperfect, so as to endanger, or perforated, so as to expose the valued treasure, with what solicitude would he seek the hand of skill and experience, to remedy the defect. Can such skill and experience then be dispensed with in filling the cavity of a tooth, where the operator has not only to attain the same end, but to do this under the most unfavorable circumstances; where extrinsic difficulties are to be contended with, which often, of themselves, are sufficient to thwart ordinary skill and perseverance?
This operation upon the teeth is to be performed in the cavity of the mouth, upon a living, sensitive tooth ; often when the parieties of the cavity have become exceedingly frail, from the progress of the decay; not unfrequently upon the lateral surfaces of the teeth, where the space through which the cavity is [Dec'r. to be reached, is necessarily so limited as greatly to curtail the efforts of the operator. These plugs in the teeth, as an essential quality, must be perfectly solidified throughout, making often a demand for the application of great force, to which there are many limiting circumstances. Again, they must be placed there perfectly dry, an indication, the fulfilment of which frequently constitutes one of the greatest difficulties the dentist has to contend with ; as the salivary glands, by the irritation of of the operation, are excited, and an extraordinary amount of saliva is thrown into the mouth during the operation. Add to the difficulties above-mentioned, those growingout of tension of the muscles of the cheek, the occult situation of cavities, the great length of time during which all these counteracting obstacles must be controlled, to say nothing of the perplexities arising from poorly prepared foil, and you will have a faint picture of some of the difficulties in the road to fame, as an operator on the teeth.
If in this operation, also, we measure the difficulties by the failures which have so generally attended it, we shall find their magnitude by no means diminished; for, of all the operations which the dentist is called upon to perform, in none have failures been half so frequent. And that this want of success has arisen from its intrinsic difficulty, is sufficiently shown by the fact, that often the same person, who is entirely successful in almost every other dental operation, has utterly failed in this. Now, which of the difficulties, as presented in this description, is the student of a medical college instructed how to overcome ? Nothing can be more absurd than to suppose that a degree from such a source, however well it may have been earned, will meet the exigency. Were I to enumerate every requisition for particular kinds of knowledge, which is made upon the practical dentist, and seek to meet them through the avenue of medical colleges, the effort would necessarily end in disappointment. But the physician to append practical dentistry to his cardinal profession ; or to qualify students to practice dental surgery alone.
If the first of these three objects, were the only one had in view, I would most cordially approve of the project; for it is no less important to the physician than to the dentist that he should thoroughly understand the pathology and morbid effects of the diseases of the dental apparatus, as well as the effects resulting to it from disease in other parts of the body. Nay more. He should be familiar with all the elements necessary to good dental operations, that he may be thus enabled to co-operate with the worthy portion of the dental profession in enlightening the public, and in the suppression of dental quackery.
But the establishment of such a chair, either with the view of amalgamating dental and medical practice, or of qualifying students for practising dental surgery, as an independent profession, is a proposition, the feasibility of which, admits of serious question.
It and that they will prove efficient, living witnesses of the feasibility and great public utility of dental colleges. In proportion as such practitioners become the occupants of the various fields, will empiricism and imposture be supplanted by science?bombastic pretensions by modest merit?and public suspicion by a just confidence in the meliorating powers of science?the blind avidity for secret and patented nostrums, by a just respect for, and an intelligent appreciation of those resources, of science and art, which in the hand of the enlightened and honest professional man, are the only legitimate agents, for meliorating the sufferings incident to humanity. May the time soon arrive when men deeply imbued with the love of science, and skilled in its application to dental surgery, may be so thickly scattered throughout the length and breadth of our land as that their mutual and combined light shall leave no spot of darkness to shield from full public recognition the devices of the dental empiric.
